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In educational settings, where decisions must regularly be made related to
what type and focus of services to provide, having a parent/caregiver
advocate in their corner can be very important to children who are deaf or
hard of hearing. In fact, when the Clerc Center reviewed public input
from families, caregivers, and professionals in deaf education (2010-2012),
strengthening the partnership between a family and their child’s school or
agency became a priority area (Szymanski, Lutz, Shahan, & Gala, 2013).

As a result, a major focus of the Clerc Center Strategic Plan 2020, or CCSP 2020, is to
support all groups to recognize the importance of parental advocacy and involvement,
and to do that by strengthening both sides:

1. Increase parent/caregiver knowledge about special education law and their children’s
specific needs so that they may advocate effectively for them, including at team
meetings.

2. Increase awareness among school and agency educational professionals about the
needs of deaf and hard of hearing children, and about the value of a parent or
caregiver advocate (Gallaudet University, 2015).

As challenging as it may be for family members to advocate for what they believe is best
for their child, the task can be far more difficult for families who may be disconnected,
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alienated, or underserved.
Therefore, it has become a goal
of the Clerc Center to figure
out how to better support
those families. Who exactly
are these families? 

The disconnected do
not view themselves as
included with others but
as a burden to others
(Bryan, Morrow, Anestis,
& Joiner, 2010).

Families described as
alienated experience uneasiness
due to their “exclusion, or self-
exclusion, from social and cultural
participation” (Hajda, 1961), particularly
when it involves the special education process (Jung,
2011). For example, culturally and linguistically diverse
individuals experience strong feelings of isolation,
powerlessness, and alienation during the Individualized
Education Program (IEP) process, which can become
too overwhelming for them to defend their opinions
(Jung, 2011). This can become true for anybody; it is
“not affected by an individual’s background, social
stature, or age” (Dean 1961). Personal experience has
shown some of us that anyone can become alienated
sometimes. Some parents have two roles: as a parent of
deaf or hard of hearing children or children with
learning needs and as a professional who works with
deaf or hard of hearing students. In this situation, we as
parents can find ourselves joining a meeting with our

coworkers about our deaf or
hard of hearing child and still
experience worry that we may
not be able to express ourselves
well enough to get what we feel

our child needs. Although this
may be an uncomfortable feeling,

it gives us a special perspective of
what other families experience. 

The underserved, by definition, are
“not getting enough help or services”

(MacMillan Dictionary, n.d.). This group includes
those who grew up in poverty and attended resource-
poor schools (Rendon, 2006). Also included are families
newly arrived from other countries, even if their
children were born here or arrived at young ages.
Included, too, are families on the other end who may
have lived here for generations but have maintained
cultural customs. Unlike newly arrived families, they
may also have stayed in cultural communities that are
different from the predominant Anglo European beliefs
of the United States. Still others among the underserved
are children or families who are significantly more
mobile than families in general. The parents may be
migrant workers, or the children may be in foster
families or in the juvenile justice system.

Above and below: The more families can be

advocates for their children and support

their progress, the better their children

do and the longer they stay in school

(Henderson et al., 2007).
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Defining “Parent Advocacy” or “Family
Advocacy”
As we seek ways to encourage advocacy among those not of the
predominant Anglo American culture, we should first ask
whether the value given to advocacy is itself culturally based.
Some cultures, and thus some immigrants and first generations,
expect the school to control the planning of their child’s
education (Trainor, 2010). The “culture” of teachers and
educational administrators may sometimes agree with them. 

Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic (2000) noted that decisions
made during IEP meetings are influenced more by assessments
provided by the educators involved than by the anecdotal
reports of parents. Lake and Billingsley (2000) listed further
circumstances that can frustrate any family’s ability to
advocate. Some of those situations seem especially relevant to
the disconnected, alienated, or underserved. They include an
imbalance of knowledge between school and the parent/family
advocate, financial or time constraints, and communication
breakdowns. 

According to Scheetz (2004), the dominant Anglo American
culture values “independence, freedom, assertiveness, equality,
self-help skills, and self-directedness.” The key parts of
advocacy—self-reliance, direct communication, and
individualism—are encouraged, if not expected.
These values may not be the same values shared by
families from other cultures. Therefore, these
families may reject, or have difficulty accepting,
these Anglo American norms, values, and beliefs.
Interestingly, the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) never mentions the term
advocacy. Instead, it uses the word participation. As
Trainor (2010) observes, that term can “invoke a
range of involvement comportment, from passivity
to adversarial, which may or may not include
advocacy.” How can parents (or others who are
temporarily or permanently taking on parental
roles) be supported as they seek productive ways to
participate in their child’s case?

Possible Actions
It’s one thing to know that research shows parental
involvement improves student achievement and school
attendance while dropout rates also decrease. Research also
shows that this is true for families of all socio-economic
backgrounds, races, and ethnicities. However, it’s another thing
to encourage that involvement from parents who feel and/or
are disconnected, alienated, or underserved. 

When we see family members hold back from speaking out
about their children’s needs and strengths, we want to show
them how valuable they are and stress the importance of
sharing their insights with the educational team. An
observation by Wright and Wright (2014) might be helpful
here. They noticed that a child’s parent or guardian has the
most detailed knowledge of a child’s interests, strengths, and
challenges, and the greatest interest in what’s best for their
child. As Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & Davies (2007) stated,
“The more families can be advocates for children and support
their progress, the better their children do and the longer they
stay in school.” In a PowerPoint presentation based on their
book, Henderson et al. listed suggestions of what makes a
family member a successful advocate for a child:

• An awareness of how the system works

• A willingness to work with school personnel to plan the
child’s future 

• A motivation to steer their child to higher-level classes or
programs

• Knowing how to get help if needed, and to speak out for
their own child and for other students and families, if
problems develop

Left and below: Parent-to-parent advice is invaluable in helping parents
learn to advocate for their children.
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Henderson et al. also offered suggestions for advocating for a
child with special needs in general, but these suggestions may
also apply to families with deaf or hard of hearing children.
These include:

• Building positive relationships with teachers 

• Having a clear understanding of the IDEA and the
educational process 

• Planning for the long term, not just the current school year

Parent Experiences and Priorities
Parent-to-parent advice can be some of the most trusted by the
disconnected, alienated, or underserved. The Clerc Center
recently completed a survey in which parents identified
important strengths for successful advocacy. These included a
knowledge of a child’s strengths, weaknesses, academic
performance, and legal rights. The parents offered the
reassuring reminder that learning to advocate is an ongoing
process, and that others can sometimes assist with advocacy
efforts, including audiologists, friends, and parent support
groups (Jackson & Lutz, 2016).

The variety of cultural norms among a school’s families
should not be viewed as a problem but a way in. Visiting new
families in their homes can be one way of learning about, and
committing to, those cultures, and recognizing and supporting
differences in the forms of parental involvement:

• For instance, Hispanic/Latino families value the strength of
family ties. Talk with families to learn how to integrate
home activities with learning activities encouraged by
schools to use at home.

• Work with human resources personnel at family members’
work places to coordinate shifts and work schedules with
school calendars to allow for parental involvement with the
child’s homework and attendance at meetings at school.

• Provide language classes for families. These
classes could include sign language classes.

• Publish reports about school board meetings
and lists of coming events in multiple
languages.

One of the most cited models of parental
involvement was discussed by Epstein & Sanders
(2006). It consists of six primary areas for schools
to consider when attempting to keep families
informed and to involve them and their
communities in their children’s educational
activities:

1. Parenting—Assist families with parenting and
childrearing skills, creating opportunities at home that
support learning.

2. Communication—Through two-way communication,
keep families informed about school programs and the
student’s progress.

3. Volunteering—Recruit families as volunteers. 

4. Learning at home—Involve families with educational
activities that support classroom learning.

5. Decision making—Include families in the discussion and
decision-making process.
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Left: Recruiting families as volunteers is one way to

involve them in their child's school community. 
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6. Collaboration—Work with the families as well as with
their communities to enhance student success.

The fifth category, decision making, brings us full circle.
Supporting a family in its advocacy efforts can nurture their
natural tendency to stand up for their child into an expertise in
identifying what will work and an ability to express that to
school personnel. In the words of DesGeorges, Johnson, and
Seaver (2013), “A parent becomes an effective advocate when
she blends her expertise in special education law with an ability

to skillfully turn theoretical knowledge into practical
applications that work on an IEP for her child.” 

Wright and Wright (2006) presented an equally positive
conclusion for all groups. They pointed out that when
informed parents present information on their child’s
educational needs and legal rights, that can lead to “a healthy
working relationship with the school”—and, in this case, to
better educational outcomes for deaf and hard of hearing
children.
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